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RICHARD HAEUBER"

Setting the Environmental Policy
Agenda: The Case of Ecosystem
Management
ABSTRACT
Ecosystem management is a recent policy alternative proposed to
address a new generationof environmentalissues. At least 18 federal
agenciescurrentlyareexploringthe concept of ecosystem management
and its implicationsfor their activities. Each of the major regulatory,
land and natural resource management agencies has drafted policy
guidanceregardingecosystem management. And,federal sectorefforts
arejust one layer of a wider nationwidephenomenon:similaractivities
are occurringat state and local government levels, as well as within
the non-governmental sector. This paper addresses two questions:
What is ecosystem management? Will ecosystem managementendure
as a land and resourcemanagement policy?
I. INTRODUCTION
The United States arguably has the most comprehensive
environmental policy, statutory and regulatory framework of any country
in the world. Over the 25 years since environmental issues rose to
prominence with the first Earth Day, the United States enacted dozens of
natural resource and environmental policies and regulations, created
special agencies to monitor environmental health, and increased
environment-related funding in all agencies. Great strides were made in
many areas-for example, the air in our cities and water in many of our
rivers is cleaner than it has been in years.
Yet, few areas of public policy are as contentious as the issues
surrounding management of our environment and natural resources. We
need not look far for evidence: pictures on the evening news of spotted
owls hanging in effigy bear testimony to the hostility engendered by
recent confrontations over the use of natural resources. Acrimonious

* Richard Haeuber holds a Ph.D. in International Studies from the University of South
Carolina. He serves as Associate Director of the Sustainable Biosphere Initiative, a
Washington-based project of the Ecological Society of America. In addition, he is a visiting
fellow with the Army Environmental Policy Institute, which supported the research for this
study.
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debates over management of the Desert Tortoise in the Southwest,
reintroduction of the Gray Wolf in Yellowstone National Park, and
restoration of water flow and hydroperiod in south Florida are indicators
of a new generation of environment and natural resources management
issues facing our nation.
The last 25 years of increased environmental awareness in the
United States, and the policy and regulatory changes it engendered,
addressed the easily picked, "low-hanging fruit" of environmental issues:
cleaning up the most obviously polluted airsheds and waterways, for
example. The generation of environmental issues now upon us, however,
are defined by greater political, economic, social, and even cultural,
complexity. They include difficult scientific questions, such as appropriate
scales for resource management; thorny administrative matters, such as
inter- and intra-governmental relations; political controversies surrounding land use planning and property rights; the problems involved in
restructuring of natural resource-based economies; and the cultural
underpinnings of ranching, logging, fishing and other traditional resource
dependent communities.
In part, these issues are a function of the cumulative effects of
accepted resource management practices. Government policy encouraged
many of these practices, such as draining and filling of wetlands for
agricultural use. Segments of the scientific community promoted others,
such as clear-cut forest harvesting in small blocks to enhance wildlife
habitat by increasing the amount of "edge" in a forest stand.' Ironically,
however, our attention to the new generation of issues also is a result of
advances in scientific knowledge: for example, recognition of the
environmental "services" provided by intact wetlands in cleaning
groundwater and decreasing flood intensity; or the detrimental impacts
of habitat fragmentation-often as a result of patchwork clear-cut
practices--on biodiversity.
Ecosystem management (EM) is a prominent recent policy
alternative proposed to address this new generation of issues. At least 18
federal agencies currently are exploring the concept of ecosystem
management and its implications for their activities.2 Each of the major
land and natural resource management agencies has drafted policy
guidance regarding ecosystem management approaches. The nation's
major environmental regulatory agency-the United States Environmental
Protection Agency-is undergoing significant reorganization, including

1. CURT MEINE, Conservation Biology and Wildlife Management in America: A Historical
Perspective, in PRINCIPLES OF CONSERVATION BIOLOGY 310-12 (Gary K. Meffe & C. Ronald
Carroll eds., 1994).
2. See WAYNE A. MORRISSEY ET AL., CONG. RES. SERVICE REP. 339, EcOSYSTEM
•MANAGEMENT: FEDERAL SECTOR AcTIVIiEs (Apr. 19, 1994).
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a "place-based", ecosystem protection approach to its operation.3 Other
agencies, such as the former White House Office on Environmental Policy
(OEP), have created partnerships to launch ecosystem management
projects around the country. And, federal sector efforts are just one layer
of a wider nationwide phenomenon: similar activities are increasingly
widespread at state and local governmental levels, as well as within the
non-governmental sector.4
Just what is ecosystem management and what are its implications
as a land and resource management approach? Answering this question
is not easy. Despite significant attention, EM remains a loose collection
of agency specific concept papers, policy guidance documents, and
potential-or only partially implemented-administrative changes. With
different agencies exploring ecosystem management, just at the federal
level, there are many competing approaches.
In addition, existing environmental, land and natural resource
management statutes provide a weak foundation for implementing the
changes implicit in an EM approach. To date, there is no existing or
proposed statutory basis for EM, nor have regulations been promulgated
to expressly implement it.' Thus, we must address another set of critical
questions: How and why has ecosystem management risen to prominence
on the policy agenda? Is it simply a policy alternative that climbed the
agenda for a brief period of time and will fade into obscurity shortly? Or,
is ecosystem management an idea whose time has come?
II. WHAT IS ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT?
Over the last ten years, much has been written about ecosystem
management in the academic literature, yielding numerous definitions of
the concept.6 However, the idea of an ecological and systemic approach
3. For a description of reorganization efforts, see ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION
AGENCY, THE NEw GENERATION OF ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION: A SUMMARY OF EPA'S

FIVE-YEAR STRATEGIC PLAN (1994).
4. See, e.g., DEWITr JOHN, Civic ENVIRONMENTALISM: ALTERNATIVES TO REGULATION
IN STATES AND COMMUNITIES (1994); SENATE COMM. ON ENV'T AND PUB. WORKS, ECOSYSTEM

MANAGEMENT: STATUS AND POTENTIAL, S. REP. No., 98, 103d Cong., 2d Sess. (1994),

5. Certain elements of ecosystem management have been incorporated in regulations.
For example, the resource advisory councils created by Bureau of Land Management grazing
reform regulations that went into effect August 21,1995 incorporate ecosystem management
principles, such as socially defined goals and objectives and collaborative decision making. 60
Fed. Reg. 9894 (1995) (to be codified at 43 C.F.R. § 17 80; 4100). However, ecosystem
management as a whole still does not have a statutory or regulatory basis.
6. MARGARET A. MOOTE ET AL, PRINCIPLES OF ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT 2 (1994);

Norman L. Christensen et al., The Report of the Ecological Society of America Committee
on the Scientific Basis of Ecosystem Management (1995) (Draft discussion paper prepared
for the Ecological Society of America, Washington, D.C.).
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to managing natural resources at a landscape scale is not new. In the
early 1930s, for example, the Ecological Society of America's Committee
for the Study of Plant and Animal Communities recognized the importance of protecting ecosystems as well as individual species; factoring
natural disturbance regimes into management schemes; and the utility of
a core reserve/buffer zone design approach for natural area protection.7
In the 1970s, these themes were recast in the form of biosphere
reserves established by UNESCO's Man and the Biosphere Program
(MAB). The 325 designated biosphere reserves around the world are
designed to include an inner core reserve; a buffer zone, on which
low-intensity agriculture or extractive activities are practiced; and a
transition zone with more extensive human settlement and economic
activities. An emphasis on cooperative decision-making structures and
sustainable development are features distinguishing the biosphere reserve
concept from earlier approaches to natural area protection.! While an
important conceptual advance and unique method for managing land and
natural resources, the biosphere reserve approach suffers from implementation problems. More importantly, the idea is fundamentally limited
by its vision as an approach to managing only protected areas and their
environs.
Regional scale resource management approaches have been
evident in the United States for quite some time. For example, the Great
Lakes Water Quality Agreement, signed in 1972 and revised in 1978,
established the principles and process for a functioning regional EM
approach." Similarly, land and resource managers in the Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem region have experimented with elements of an
EM approach for nearly 30 years, beginning with establishment of the
Greater Yellowstone Coordinating Committee in the early 1960s.Y
Maybe the closest attempt to design management projects resembling
current conceptions of EM involved a 1980 proposal solicited from United
7. Victor E. Shelford, The Preservationof Natural Biotic Communities, 14 ECOLOGY 240,
245 (1933).
8. Harold K. Eidsvik, Biosphere Reserves in Concept and Practice,in PROCEEDINGS OF THE
CONFERENCE ON THE MANAGEMENT OF THE BIOSPHERE RESERVES 8, 10-11 (1985); Michel

Batisse, Development and Implementation of the Biosphere Reserve Concept and its Applicability to
CoastalRegions, 17 ENVTL. CONSERVATION 111 (1990); Francisco J.Rosado-May, The Sian Ka'an
Biosphere Reserve Project, in PRINCIPLES OF CONSERVATION BIOLOGY 515, 516 (Gary K. Meffe

and C. Ronald Carroll eds., 1994).
9. R. EDWARD GRUMBINE, GHOST BEARS: EXPLORING THE BIODIVERSITY CRISIS 157-58

(1992).
10. John H. Hartig & Patricia D. Hartig, Remedial Action Plans, 17 Alternatives 26 (1990).
11. Tim W. Clark et al., Policy and Programs for Ecosystem Management in the Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem: An Analysis, 5 Conservation Biology 412, 417-18 (1991); Robert B.
Keiter, An Introduction to the Ecosystem Management Debate, in THE GREATER YELLOWSTONE
ECOSYSTEM 3, 10-11 (Robert B. Keiter ed., 1991).

Winter 1996)

THE CASE OF ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT

States MAB Program by the Office of Science and Technology Policy and
Office of Management and Budget for cooperative regional demonstration
projects in the Lake Champlain Basin, Colorado Rockies, Colorado River
Basin and southern Appalachian region. Signed and submitted by
Assistant Secretaries in the Departments of Interior, State and Agriculture,
the plan was unceremoniously abandoned with the inauguration of
President Ronald Reagan. 2
In the past, EM generally has evolved in an ad hoc fashion in
response to localized issues, needs and pressures. In contrast, current
proposals advance EM as a policy for managing all federal land and
natural resources, including integrating management approaches of both
federal and non-federal landholders. As Table 1 illustrates, these ideas
have found their way into memoranda, conceptual documents and policy
guidelines prepared by several federal agencies over last three years.
And, as indicated in Table 2, a generally accepted set of EM principles,
or components, has emerged despite the proliferation of definitions.
Taken together, they provide a foundation for the basic outlines of an EM
approach to land and natural resources. Table 3 illustrates the incorporation of these themes in current agency EM approaches. If adopted
government-wide, ecosystem management would require a significant
and wide-ranging reorganization of the existing land and natural
resources management framework. 3
Still, important issues remain unresolved even in the context of
these basic themes:
1) Unclear policy Goal: EM is intended to help prevent conflicts between
environment and development and facilitate their resolution when they
do arise. However, none of the current policy approaches contemplated
by federal sector agencies provides a bottom line for making policy or
management decisions. As a recent General Accounting Office (GAO)
report states, for example, "in the absence of a clear statement of federal
priorities for sustaining or restoring ecosystems and the minimum level
of ecosystem health needed to do so, ecosystem management has come
to mean different things to different people. "4 In other words, the
fundamental values issue that arises when economic development and
growth conflict with the functioning of ecological systems and processes
has not been resolved.

12. Vernon C. Gilbert, Cooperationin Ecosystem Management, in ECOsysTEM MANAGEMENT
FOR PARKS AND WILDERNESS 180, 190 U.K. Agee & D.R. Johnson eds., 1988).
13. Robert B. Keiter, Beyond the Boundary Line: Constructing a Law of Ecosystem
Management, 65 U. COLO.L.REV. 293 (1994).
14. US. GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE, SCoSYSrEM MANAGEMENT: ADDTONAL ACTIONS
NEEDED TO ADEQUATELY TEST A PROMISING APPROACH 38 (1994) (GAO/RCED-94-111).
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2) Conceptual ambiguity: Consistent with the GAO observation, the tables
below illustrate that multiple definitions of ecosystem management
abound in both the academic and agency literature on the subject. While
the ten EM principles in Table 2 are more or less common to all
conceptions, failure to settle the values issue means that there really are
two basic EM schools of thought-biocentric and anthropocentric."5 The
variety of definitions, and their lingering disagreement on a fundamental
question, causes many to wonder how EM can be implemented if a
consensus definition of the concept remains elusive.
3) Ecosystem definition: Conceptual plurality is exacerbated by a perceived
vagueness in the definition of the term "ecosystem". In general, an
ecosystem is "any area of nature that includes living organisms and
nonliving substances interacting to produce an exchange of materials
between the living and nonliving parts." 6 As with EM, however, many
definitions of the term ecosystem are available in textbooks and other
volumes dealing with ecological science.
More importantly, there are multiple ways to conceptualize the
physical reality of ecosystems. For example, an ecosystem can be
understood as a real piece of ground that we can see, feel, touch, walk
upon-an ecosystem as an object. This is the easiest way for us to grasp
the concept and, hence, most of us understand the concept in this
manner. Yet, nature is not that convenient or simple. There is no natural
system of ecosystem classification or set of rigid guidelines for boundary
demarcation. Ecosystems are dynamic, constantly changing, and vary
continuously along gradients in space and time. They are open systems
and their functioning includes inputs, outputs, cycling of materials and
energy, and interactions among organisms, as well as between organisms
and the physical environment. Ecological scientists operationalize
ecosystem boundaries to monitor and understand ecological processes-depending on the process of interest, a dung pile is as much an
ecosystem as a watershed. Thus, boundaries for the study or management
of one phenomenon, process or issue may be inappropriate for the study
of others. This description of an ecosystem often provokes the troubled
response: So, how can we manage an ecosystem if we can't even define
it in physical space?
4) Scale Issues: Administrative, legal and other boundaries defined by
human systems are rarely consistent with ecological boundaries.
Boundaries defined by the federal sector land management framework,
for example, are a human construct imposed on the natural landscape-but, a construct with very real circumstances, such as habitat
15. Thomas R. Stanley, Jr., Ecosystem Management and the Arrogance of Humanism, 9
CONSERVATION BIOLOGY 255,256 (1995).
16. EUGENE ODUM, FUNDAMENTALS OF ECOLOGY 10 (2d ed. 1959).
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fragmentation. Spatial scale issues are compounded by the fact that
human decision and management time frames (e.g., electoral or budget
cycles) bear no relation to ecological or evolutionary time scales (e.g.,
decades or centuries to millennia). General agreement exists concerning
the need for management over larger spatial and longer time scales than
in the past. Yet, the relativity of ecosystem boundaries in physical space
and time raises an important question: if ecosystems can be conceived on
a sliding scale from dung heaps to landscapes, what is the appropriate
scale for management? For example, watersheds are frequently proposed
as an appropriate EM unit." In fact, watersheds are a useful scale for
the study and management of issues concerning water and nutrient fluxes
driven by hydrology. However, for understanding and addressing issues
involving animals that move over large distances (e.g., large ungulates
such as Elk or carnivores such as the Gray Wolf), watersheds will be less
helpful. Additional complications are introduced by the need to manage
for multiple levels of biodiversity-from genetic to ecosystem-and the
structures of ecological systems created by connections between these
levels.
5) Collaborative Decision-making: A final set of difficult issues involves
creating decision-making frameworks that integrate the interests and
positions of numerous actors, both inside and outside of government. By
itself, the federal sector reorganization implicit in efforts to manage across
larger spatial and longer time scales is a difficult issue. These concerns
are exacerbated by several additional considerations: recognition that
private property is an integral factor in the overall landscape; the
complexities involved in bringing many different parties together to
create collaborative decision-making mechanisms, particularly when each
party is reluctant to yield sovereignty; and, the barriers to public-private
partnerships and collaboration across governmental levels posed by
existing statutes like the Federal Advisory Committee Act of 1972.18
From this brief discussion of EM, it is clear that much confusion
and disagreement remains and many difficult issues still must be worked
out. Yet, as the tables above demonstrate, the various EM definitions are
not fundamentally different, there is significant common ground for
building an accepted EM approach, and several agencies have incorporated generally recognized principles into their policy and management
guidance for over two years.

17. U.S. & FISH WILDLIFE SERVICE, AN EcOSYSTM APPROACH TO FISH AND WILDLIFE

CONSERVATION 8 (1995).
18. 5 U.S.C. app. §§ 1-15 (1994).
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EVALUATING EM AS A POLICY OPTION

In evaluating the viability of EM as a policy option, a primary
consideration involves longevity: Is current attention to EM the product
of fortuitous circumstances? Or, are the environmental issues described
above so pervasive and long-lasting that they will precipitate a fundamental change in land and natural resources management? More
importantly, is EM a strong enough potential solution to survive
changing political and bureaucratic circumstances?
We are concerned here with the policy agenda, or the slate of
issues-and alternative potential solutions-that concern decision makers
at any one time. Evaluating the strength of EM as a potential solution to
emerging ecosystem protection issues involves a fundamental public
policy question: Why do decision makers attend to some subjects and not
to others? And, can we estimate the viability of potential solutions to a
problem?
One approach to these questions explains agendas as a function
of three separate, but interrelated, streams of events and processes:
"
"

"

Problems: the set of issues in particular public policy
areas that come to capture the attention of those in and
around government at any one time;
Policy articulation: a process involving gradual accumulation of knowledge and perspectives among specialists in
a policy area, and the resulting generation of policy
proposals by those specialists;
Politics: trends and events in the overall political
environment, such as swings in national mood or public
opinion, election results, changes of administration, shifts
in partisan or ideological distributions in Congress, or
interest group campaigns.19

Issues and policy alternatives may be on the governmental
agenda-the set of subjects that are paid close attention by those in and
around government-without necessarily being on the decision agenda-the subset of subjects within the governmental agenda that are up for
decisive action (e.g., passage of legislation). Solutions to problems, or
policy alternatives, are generated continuously in the policy stream and
may languish there for years. They also are frequently joined to pressing
problems and ascend to the governmental agenda without decisive action
resulting. For many years, for example, environmental advocates tried
unsuccessfully to secure greater protection for desert ecosystems in the
Southwest. Several versions of desert protection legislation were floated

19. JOHN W. KINGDON, AGENDAS, ALTERNATIVES, AND PUBLIC POLiCIES 20-21 (1984).
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to no avail in successive congressional sessions, even though the fragility
of desert ecosystems is well established.
The opening of a policy window moves a subject or a policy
alternative from the governmental agenda to the decision agenda,
increasing the likelihood of authoritative action. Policy windows are
opportunities for action, allowing one to push certain conceptions of
problems or solutions to them. They open when problem, policy and
political streams merge. In other words, when solutions and problems are
coupled with a favorable political environment, policy windows open and
decisive action is possible. Thus, policy windows are critical events, as
they are relatively infrequent, short-lived, and usually the result of a
fortuitous combination of circumstances. In the case of desert protection,
a combination of a changed administration and a strong advocate in the
state's Senate delegation enabled passage of the California Desert
Protection Act 2° in the closing days of the 103rd Congress, making it the
only major environmental legislation passed in that session. In contrast,
the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act,21 a legislative proposal
to secure greater protection for wilderness areas in the Northern Rocky
Mountain region, has been blocked for several years by consistent
opposition of the region's congressional delegations.'
IV. EM AND THE POLICY AGENDA
One need not look far for evidence regarding the presence of
ecosystem protection issues, and EM as a policy alternative, on the
governmental agenda: eighteen federal agencies are exploring EM, and
the major land management agencies already have drafted guidance
regarding its adoption;.- the former White House Office on
Environmental Policy has undertaken a major EM initiative, including
demonstration projects; EM was included as a specific policy
recommendation in the Administration's National Performance Review;
numerous hearings and briefings in both the House and Senate regarding
EM were held in the 103rd Congress25 and legislation amending the

20.
21.
22.
23.

California Desert Protection Act, Pub. L. No. 103-433, 108 Stat. 4471 (1994).
H.R. 852, 104th Cong., 1st Sess. (1995).
Paul Rauber, The Last, Best Chance, SIERRA, Mar.-Apr. 1994, at 40.
See, e.g., MORRISSEY ET AL., supra note 2.

24. OFFICE OF THE VICE PRESIDENT REINVENTING ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT,
ACCOMPANYING REPORT OF THE NATIONAL PERFORMANCE REVIEW 14 (1993).

25. See, e.g., Ecosystem Management: Hearingsbefore the Subcomm. on AgriculturalResearch,
Conservation, Forestryand General Legislation of the Senate Comm. on Agriculture,Nutrition and
Forestry, 103d Cong., 1st Sess. (1993); Ecosystem Management: Sustaining the Nation's Natural
Resources Trust, Majority Staff Report of the Comm. on Natural Resources of the U.S. House of
Representatives, 103d Cong., 2d Sess. (1994); Ecosystem Management: Status and Potential,
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Federal Land Policy and Management Act' to provide for EM was
introduced in the first session of the 104th Congress.'
Similarly, movement of EM as a policy alternative from the
governmental to the decision agenda during 1992-94 is readily apparent.
Policy windows generally open due to changes in the problem or political
streams, or both. In the case of EM, a policy window opened during the
first two years of the Clinton administration as a consequence of three
factors: the increasing number and visibility of environmental crises;
changes in the political stream; and perceived and real shortcomings in
existing natural resource management policies, supported by the apparent
attractiveness of EM as an alternative.
As discussed earlier, a new generation of environmental problems
is emerging, characterized by increased complexity, interrelationships and
linkages across sectors; greater numbers of relevant actors; and larger
spatial and longer temporal scales.' Important focusing events, or "train
wrecks", as they have come to be known, have elevated the visibility of
environmental problems and generated a sort of crisis mentality. Such
train wrecks include logging and ancient forest issues in the Pacific
Northwest; ecological restoration efforts in South Florida; and the
controversies surrounding reintroduction and management of threatened
and endangered species in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. In each
case, the visibility of the issues has been magnified by potent symbols,
such as the Spotted Owl, Florida Panther, Grizzly Bear and Gray Wolf.
The power of these focusing events and symbols has been intensified by
significant personal experiences of high level policy makers, such as the
participation of President Clinton and Vice President Gore in the Forest
Summit; Forest Service Chief Thomas's role as leader of the Forest
Ecosystem Management Team in the Pacific Northwest; EPA Administrator Browner's intense involvement in South Florida restoration efforts;
and Secretary of the Interior Babbitt's experiences with grazing reform
roundtables throughout the western United States.
Changes in the political stream are responsible for the fact that
this particular set of high level policy makers even have a role in United
States environmental policy making. The political stream consists of
factors such as national mood, organized interests, election results and
the perspectives of elected officials. In practice, a combination of national

Summary of a Workshop convened by the Congressional Research Service for the Senate Comm. on
Environment and Public Works, 103d Cong., 2d Sess. (1994).
26. 43 U.S.C. §§ 1701-1704 (1988).
27. S. 93, 104th Cong., 1st Sess. (1995).
28. Michael E. Kraft & Norman J.Vig, Environmental Policy from the 1970s to the 1990s:
Continuity and Change, in ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY IN THE 1990s 3, 23 (Norman J. Vig &
Michael E. Kraft eds., 1994); DEWrrr JOHN, supra note 4, at 44.
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mood and election results have the strongest impact on agendas and the
presence or absence of policy windows. This is true in the case of
ecosystem protection issues and the rise of EM as an alternative on the
governmental and decision agendas.*
For EM, the 1992 election results and change of Administration
was a watershed event. For the first time in 12 years, the White House,
Senate and House of Representatives were concentrated in Democratic
hands. Moreover, the new Administration assumed an actively pro-environment stance, choosing key political appointees well known for their
environmental and scientific credentials: Bruce Babbitt (Secretary of the
Interior), Jim Baca (Director of the Bureau of Land Management), George
Frampton (Assistant Secretary of the Interior for Parks, Fish and Wildlife),
Mollie Beattie (Director of the United States Fish and Wildlife Service),
Carol Browner (EPA Administrator), Katie McGinty (Director of the
OEP), Ronald Pulliam (Director of the National Biological Service), and
Jack Ward Thomas (Forest Service Chief).
In recent years, changes in the "national mood"-a complex, and
sometimes contradictory, package of public attitudes-also have helped
set the stage for changes in environmental policy. Some developments
relate exclusively to the environment. For example, recent public opinion
polling data demonstrate continued, and even increasing, support for
environmental protection in the United States.' The level and longevity
of this support has led some observers to conclude that we are witnessing
a shift in core societal values.' Other elements of the national mood
relate less directly, but still may have implications for proposed changes
in environmental policy such as EM. For example, most analysts see
results of the last two national elections as the expression of growing
frustration within the American public with government in general. In
this sense, the 19 percent popular vote earned by Ross Perot in the 1992
presidential election reflected a sense of loss of citizens' power, dismay
with "business as usual", and rebellion against a government that
increases in size while delivering less. Election results and other trends,
such as recurring calls for term limits and a return to the ideal of the
"citizen legislator", may signal evolution in the nature of public demands
on the government, including the creation of more grass-roots, participatory forms of government. Clearly, members of the new Republican
majority in Congress have distilled this as a central take-home message

29. Riley E. Dunlap et al., Of Global Concern: Results of the Health of the Planet Survey,
ENVIRONMENT, Sept. 1993, at 7, 34-35; Riley E. Dunlap & Rik Scarce, Environmental Problems
and Protection, 55 PUB. OPINION Q. 651, 652 (1991); Gary Lee, Environmental Groups Launch
Counterattack After Losses on Hill, WASH. POST, Aug. 19, 1995, at A6.
30. Robert C. Paehlke, Environmental Values and Public Policy, in ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY
IN THE 1990S 349, 350 (Norman J.Vig & Michael E. Kraft eds., 1994).
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from the recent election, as seen in their Contract with America legislative
agenda. With its emphasis on collaborative decision-building, EM actually
should resonate with this component of the national mood.
Finally, the ascension of EM on the policy agenda was propelled
by developments in the policy stream, particularly growing dissatisfaction
with the existing environmental policy framework and specific policies
within it. For example, there is a growing sense that we are encountering
limitations on the ability of the existing command and control regulatory
framework to deal with the nation's environmental problems." Given
the complex, inter-sectoral nature of emerging environmental issues, the
efficacy of media-specific regulations that rely more on sticks than carrots
is increasingly questioned. Others question the ability of the existing
bureaucratic structure-in which each agency has different statutory
mandates, missions, management goals and organizational structures-to
deal with emerging natural resource issues.32 At the very least, this type
of questioning is part of both the national mood discussed above, and the
Republicans' response to that mood.
More specifically, the effectiveness of one particular policy-the
Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA)-is the subject of growing scrutiny
and great controversy.' The ESA has been the subject of much criticism
on biological grounds," but several difficulties draw the most attention:
"
First and foremost, the ESA and the processes it mandates appear to have largely failed in addressing the
problem of endangered species: Over 800 species have
been listed since the Act's passage.' As of fiscal year
1992, however, only five species have been removed
from the endangered species list through recovery; and,
another seven secies reached extinction despite their
protected status.
"
Second, the Act places primary importance on individual,
high visibility species rather than overall biodiversity. In
1990, for example, 50 percent of reported expenditures
were spent on only 1.7 percent of the 591 listed threat-

31. DEWITT JOHN, supra note 4, at 2.
32. Keiter, supra note 13.
33. See, e.g., Charles C. Mann & Mark Plummer, Is Endangered Species Act in Danger?,

267 SCIENCE 1256 (1995).
34. Timothy H. Tear et al., Recovery Plans and the EndangeredSpecies Act: Are Criticisms

Supported by Data?, 9 CONSERVATION BIO. 182, 183 (1995).
35. Robert Ruesink, U.S. Department of the Interior: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, in
PROCEEDINGS-INTERAGENcY ENDANGERED SPECIES SYMPOSIuM 7, 11 (David J. Tazik et al.
eds., 1994).
36. U.S. GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE, ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT: TYPES AND NUMBERS
OF IMPLEMENTING ACTIONS 38 (1992).
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ened or endangered species. On the other hand, 25
percent of the listed species had expenditures of under
$1,000 and 19 percent accounted for no expenditures at
all.37
Third, population levels are often dangerously low by
the time species are listed. Between 1985 and 1991,
median population levels of listed threatened and
endangered animal species were about 1,075 for vertebrates and 999 for invertebrates.'
Fourth, an enormous backlog of candidate species helps
explain the fact that candidate species are often extinct or
nearly so by the time they are listed. In 1990, the GAO
calculated that it would take 50 years at current financing and staffing levels to decide the status of the more
than 3,000 candidate species. A backlog of 3,600 candidate plant and animal species remained in 1993."
Finally, the Act fails to protect the habitat on which
endangered species depend for their survival.'

Once again, this is where the evolution of ecological knowledge
plays a significant role: the ESA, and most existing United States
environmental legislation, is based on an equilibrium ecological paradigm 4 which, in light of new knowledge and understanding, provides
an unrealistic basis for conservation and management of natural
resources.42 Even as the ESA came under increasing attack, the
evolution of scientific knowledge regarding the functioning of natural
systems, and the linkages between natural and human systems, has
increased our understanding of the emerging generation of environmental
problems. For example, the movement in ecological science over the last
20 years from a static, climax succession view of how ecological systems
37. Edward T. LaRoe, Implementation of an Ecosystem Approach to Endangered Species
Conservation, ENDANGERED SPECIES UPDATE Jan.-Feb. 1993, at 3.
38. David S. Wilcove et aL., What Exactly is an Endangered Species? An Analysis of the U.S.
Endangered Species List: 1985-1991, 7 CONSERVATION BIO. 87 (1993).
39. Jon R. Luoma, Listing of Endangered Species Said to Come Too Late to Help, N. Y.TIMES,
Mar. 16, 1994, at C4.
40. Daniel J.Rohlf, Six Reasons Why the Endangered Species Act Doesn't Work-And What
to Do About It, 5 CONSERVATION BIo. 273, 278 (1991).
41. This term refers to the classic conception of a "balance of nature," wherein ecological
systems are seen as: closed, with self-regulating structure and function; existing in a state
of equilibrium; and possessing definable, stable endpoints. For a more thorough explanation
of the differences between equilibrium and non-equilibrium paradigms, see Gary K. Meffe
&C. Ronald Carroll, What is Conservation Biology?, in PRINCIPLES OF CONSERVATION BIOLOGY
16 (Gary K. Meffe & C. Ronald Carroll eds., 1994).
42,. Peggy Fiedler et al., The Contemporary Paradigm in Ecology and its Implications for
Endangered Species Conservation, ENDANGERED SPECIES UPDATE Jan.-Feb. 1993, at 7;

Christensen et al., supra note 6.
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work to a dynamic equilibrium perspective has enormous implications
for the management and conservation of natural resources. 43 Evolution
of scientific knowledge, and the new perspective on environmental
problems it entails, propelled the ascent of ecosystem protection issues on
the agenda and provided a conceptual and empirical basis for EM as a
policy alternative. Very recently, for example, such changes in ecological
understanding stimulated research concluding that 158 ecological systems
in the United States have declined to the point of being critically
endangered, endangered or threatened."
The ESA has encountered political criticism as well. Over the
years, the Act has resulted in unanticipated consequences, such as
property owners feeling compelled to eliminate actual or potential
wildlife habitat in anticipation of a species listing.' In other notable
instances, landowners have been prosecuted for seemingly mundane
activities on their own land. These kinds of perverse outcomes of the
statute have stimulated a great deal backlash in recent years, crystallizing
in the current debate over property rights and the "takings" issue.46 In
the 104th Congress, these concerns found their way onto the Republican
legislative agenda in the form of the Job Creation and Wage Enhancement
Act.47
V. EM AND DECISIVE ACTION
Ecosystem management has been championed in many quarters
as a policy option reflecting current scientific knowledge that can deal
with the types of environmental problems and policy shortcomings
described above. However, the extent to which decisive action has been
taken on EM is unclear. The changes considered and implemented under
the banner of EM thus far have been temporary and largely administrative in nature. In effect, EM has not been institutionalized, making the
adoption of EM as a way of managing land and natural resources far
from assured.
The question here is whether the types of EM actions taken under
the Clinton administration will endure beyond the current President's
tenure. No ecosystem management legislation was passed during the

43. Christensen et al., supra note 6.
44. REED F. Noss ET AL., U.S. DEPT. OF INTERIOR, ENDANGERED EcosYSTEMs OF THE
UNITED STATES: A PRELIMINARY ASSESSMENT OF Loss AND DEGRADATION 6 (1995) (Biological
Report 28).
45. Mann & Plummer, supra note 33, at 1258.

46. See, e.g., Private Property Rights: Hearings Before the Subcomm. on Resource Conservation,
Research, and Forestry of the House Comm. on Agriculture, 104th Cong., 1st Sess. (1995).
47. H.R. 9, 104th Cong., 1st Sess.

§§

9001-9004 (1995).
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103rd Congress, making it an approach without a legislative mandate.
Even the California Desert Protection ActG currently employed as a
rationale for an important EM project in the Mojave Desert, did not
specifically provide for EM. Moreover, a major obstacle to the implemen-'
tation of EM, the conflicting legislative missions and mandates of major
land and resource management agencies, remains unaddressed. In fact,
Congress never really appeared receptive to EM--outside of certain
limited, albeit powerful, pockets of support, such as Rep. George Miller's
Natural Resources Committee-and consequently no fully developed
legislative proposals passed during the 103rd Congress.
In retrospect, the lack of legislation is understandable, given the
difficulties remaining to be worked out in current EM approaches. As
discussed above, a primary concern involves the failure to clearly resolve
the major policy issue confronted when conflicts arise between human
uses of resources and the needs of ecological systems.49 However,
several additional issues hampered efforts to promote and implement EM
as a policy option.
First, the multitude of competing policy proposalsg made for a
confusing and divisive policy environment. Each agency with a stake in
the nature of EM has developed its own approach, creating a politicized
bureaucratic environment in which agencies jockey for advantage and
primacy in the policy debate. This situation is complicated by plural
interagency efforts, on differing levels of government, to address EM. For
example, the staff level Interagency Ecosystem Management Coordinating
Group was founded in 1993 as an ad hoc group for the express purpose
of exchanging information on federal sector EM approaches and activities.
With no formal structure or authority, the group was unable to resolve
the difficulties created by competing agency EM approaches. Subsequent
to the group's formation, the former White House Office on
Environmental Policy convened an Interagency Ecosystem Management
Task Force with membership at the Assistant Secretary level, This group
appeared to have little formal contact with the staff level group, which
continued to meet without official sanction. Finally, each on-the-ground
EM project must, of necessity, create an interagency coordinating body
of some sort. Outside of the projects scrutinized by the Office on
Environmental Policy initiative, it is unclear how strong a connection
Washington level interagency groups have to nascent EM projects around
the country.
Second, the policy approaches advanced by individual agencies
were not developed fully enough for decisive action. These proposals

48. PuB. L. No. 103-433, supra note 20.
49. GENERAL AccOuNTING OFFIcE, supra note 14, at 37.
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provided little detail regarding the means for implementing EM. For
example, all proposals stressed the importance of interagency cooperation
at regional scales between all levels of government, but contained no
proposed mechanisms or protocols for promoting or structuring such
interactions. Similarly, the various approaches placed heavy importance
on public participation in EM and the need for "stakeholder" involvement
in designing and implementing projects. Although a growing body of
knowledge exists as a basis for structuring participatory processes, agency
proposals offered no explanation for how stakeholder-based policy
processes would be achieved in practice.'
Third, significant technical issues remained unresolved. The best
example here concerns the delineation or classification of ecoregions. Two
of the better developed agency EM approaches-those of the Forest
Service and Fish and Wildlife Service-promote divergent approaches to
delineating and classifying the units on which EM will be based, while
other agency approaches fail to provide any guidance on the issue. And,
many members of the scientific community are hesitant to sanction such
a "mapping" approach, fearing that EM practitioners will adhere to it so
rigidly that the inherent flexibility of ecosystem boundaries will be lost.
Fourth, the policy community for EM was-and, to a large extent,
remains-fragmented as a result of these difficulties. For example, agency
proponents of EM developed their proposals largely in isolation and only
began cooperating through the Interagency Ecosystem Management
Coordinating Group after their positions on EM were established. For
their part, the environmental community was always wary of EM, lacked
trust in the agencies and remained skeptical of agency pledges to
radically change their land and resource management practices. And, the
academic and professional communities either lagged in their attention
to EM or remained fragmented in their support of the concept. The
Ecological Society of America, for example, is just now in the final stages
of releasing a report on EM; on the other hand, the Society of American
Foresters released a report on EM nearly two years age and was
roundly criticized by its membership for endorsing a concept which
many felt was a threat to the organization's interests.

50. For general discussions of participatory processes, see John A. Altman & Edward
Petkus, Jr., Toard a Stakeholder-Based Policy Process: An Application of the Social Marketing
Perspective to Environmental Policy Development, 27 POL'Y. SCI. 37 (1995); Peter DeLeon,
Reinventing the Policy Sciences: Three Steps Back to the Future, 27 POLY. SCI. 77 (1995); K. Lynn
McCoy et al., The Principles and Processes of Public Involvement: A State-of-the-Art
Synthesis for Agencies Venturing into Ecosystem Management (undated) (unpublished
manuscript on file with author).
51. SOCIETY OF AMERICAN FORESTERS, TASK FORCE REPORT ON SUSTAINING LONG-TERM
FOREST HEALTH AND PRODUCTIVITY (1993).
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Finally, there have been few clear, well publicized success stories
that proponents of EM can point to as examples of how EM can and
should be done. For example, the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem
coordinating process has been plagued by political and technical
difficulties since its inception.' The success of more recent efforts, such
as those in the Pacific Northwest, has been challenged by both industry
and environmental communities. The shortage of examples soon may be
remedied with release of reports such as those by the Office on Environmental Policy and researchers at the University of Michigan.'
VI.

CLOSING OF THE EM POLICY WINDOW

As discussed earlier, policy windows are infrequent and
short-lived. With some exceptions (e.g., routine reauthorization of
legislation), they usually open unpredictably and timing is essential if one
is to take advantage of them. Policy windows close for a variety of reasons: policy makers may feel that problems have been addressed through
authoritative action; alternatively, failure to achieve authoritative action
may prompt participants to move on to other issues; the events that
helped open the window may change over time; key changes in
personnel may occur; and, finally, no acceptable alternative may be
available. As with the opening of policy windows, then, their closing can
be understood as a function of changes in the problem, political and
policy streams.
If the EM policy window is not closed already, it seems clear that
it will be soon. Outside of the administrative actions already contemplated and partially implemented, it is doubtful that decisive action on
EM will occur at any point in the near future. Far from passing
significant EM legislation, for example, the Republican majority in the
104th Congress sees EM as a threat to private property and individual
freedoms. Given the weakness of the Clinton administration, EM is
unlikely to assume a prominent position in the political posturing leading
up to the 1996 presidential elections. And, given that EM thus far
involves only limited administrative changes implemented at the pleasure
of high level Clinton political appointees, EM could be an idea whose
time has come-and gone.
Several factors help explain why the opportunity for decisive
action on EM likely has disappeared for the present. Changes in the
52. Bruce Goldstein, The Struggle Over Ecosystem Management at Yellowstone, 42
BtoscENcE 183, 184-86 (1992).
53. Irene Frentz et al., Ecosystem Management in the United States: An Inventory and
Assesment of Current Experience (Master's Project Report, School of Nat. Resources, Univ.
of Mich. 1995).
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political environment are among the most important influences on both
the opening and closing of policy windows. With EM, the policy window
opened in large part as a function of the new administration in 1992 and
the accompanying personnel changes. Similarly, the 1994 midterm
elections wrought fundamental changes in the political environment,
effectively closing the EM policy window. For example, the recent
electoral realignment brought 73 new Republicans to the House and 11
to the Senate. This change in membership resulted not only in wholesale
changes in committee and subcommittee chairmanships, but changes in
the House committee structure as well. The Merchant Marine and
Fisheries Committee, with jurisdiction over the Endangered Species Act,
was completely eliminated; jurisdiction over reauthorization of the Act
now resides with the House Public Lands and Resources Committee
(formerly the Natural Resources Committee).
With control of the House and Senate for the first time in 40
years, a sweeping legislative agenda, and a relatively weak Democratic
President, Republican control of Congress drastically reduces the odds
that a statutory basis might be provided for EM through either new
legislation or amendments to existing legislative mandates for executive
branch agencies. In fact, the current political environment leaves many
policy makers that may have once been supportive of EM scrambling just
to prevent dismantling of the existing environmental policy
framework.' For example, the grazing reform regulations ' recently
enacted by the Bureau of Land Management are under legislative attack
in the Senate.' Through the 1996 appropriations process, moreover,
Republican members of Congress are trying to force open the Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge to oil and gas drilling; increase logging in
Alaska's Tongass National Forest; and prevent administration of the
Endangered Species Act. Perhaps more significant for ecosystem
management are Republican efforts to use the appropriations process as
a means to defund and curtail agency activities, such as the Interior
Columbia River Basin Ecoregion Assessment Project, that are designed to
establish the scientific basis for regional ecosystem management. 7 Other
issues that have commanded immediate attention include efforts to
eliminate Executive Branch scientific agencies (e.g., National Biological
Service and United States Geological Survey) and gutting of

54. John H. Cushman, Congressional Republicans Take Aim at an Extensive List of
Environmental Statutes, N.Y. TIMEs, Feb. 22, 1995, at A9.
55. 60 Fed. Reg. 9894, supra note 5.
56. S. REP. No. 852, 104th Cong., 1st Sess. (1995).
57. Tom Kenworthy, Cutting a Wide Swath on Public Land, WASH. POST, September 19,
1995, at A4.
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environmental and natural resources research budgets.' Under these
circumstances, the chances that changes of the kind involved in EM either
will be proposed or enacted are slim at best.
The nature of the policy stream also helps to explain closing of
the EM policy window. As mentioned above, disappearance of problems
or perceived success in addressing them, failure to achieve action, and
lack of acceptable alternatives also are important determinants of agenda
status. In the case of EM, the problems have not disappeared; nor can
anyone claim success in resolving them. Rather, the shortcomings of
available EM policy alternatives were critical in preventing the institutionalization of EM over the last two years. In other words, existing EM
policy alternatives failed to meet the crucial criteria of technical feasibility. This deficiency was both a cause and consequence of policy community fragmentation, impairing the political feasibility of EM as well. With
failure to design and act on an EM policy alternative acceptable to all
parties, attention is shifting to the new concerns emerging in the changed
political environment.
VII.

EM AND THE FUTURE: PROGNOSIS AND SCENARIOS

Has the time for an idea like EM passed? Since ecosystem
management represents a significant step in the evolution of United
States natural resources and land management policy, this is an important
and relevant question. There are at least a few scenarios for envisioning
the future of ecosystem management:
1) EM is gone and unlikely to return: There are certainly many factors that
presage a radical movement away from EM. The growing strength of the
"wise use" movement and the power which its congressional allies now
wield will have tremendous influence on the future of EM. Embodied in
the Contract with America is an explicit attempt to reshape our nation's
environmental policy, rolling back much of the regulatory framework
constructed over the last 20 years. As discussed earlier, moreover, the
national mood appears supportive of this general thrust, signaling a
swing away from the prevailing regulatory, top-down approaches to
environmental and resources policy. To the extent that EM is seen as a
continuation of business as usual-and it, has been portrayed as such by
its opponents-EM may be in danger of disappearing altogether. Thus,
as long as opponents of EM continue to successfully frame EM as an
assault on private property rights and an attempt by the federal govern-

58. Sandra Blakeslee, Babbitt Sees 'Book Burning' in G.O.P. Moes, N. Y. TIMES, Feb. 17,
1995, at A6.
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ment to restrict individual freedoms, EM may be an idea whose time has
come and gone.
2) The policy window is closed, but EM will inevitably return: Several factors
strongly support this scenario, making it more likely. First, as Kingdon
observes, there really are very few new policy alternatives.' Rather,
most alternatives involve new combinations, refinements or packaging of
existing ideas. Alternatives and options may float around in the policy
stream for years, bobbing to the surface from time to time as problems
arise which they may address, or the political environment changes. If an
alternative is technically and politically feasible, fits the problem, the
political environment is favorable and the timing is just right, decisive
action may give the alternative the force of law. If not, it fades from the
agenda, recedes into the background, and awaits a more favorable set of
circumstances. Policy alternatives may languish for years in this fashion,
due to inappropriate timing, repeated failure to meet the test of technical
feasibility, or some other reason. Ultimately, though, alternatives usually
resurface in one form or another.
The history of landscape approaches to environmental and
natural resource issues is consistent with Kingdon's observation
regarding the resilience of policy alternatives. Although not by this name,
we have seen EM as a policy option in the past. As a means for
integrated management of natural areas, for example, landscape
approaches have been implemented as biosphere reserves, with admittedly uneven success, over the last twenty years. 60 The last two years,
however, may be the first time that anyone has tried to promote an
integrated landscape approach, based on ecological principles, as a
national level policy for managing all federally controlled land and
natural resources.
Second, the problems that EM is meant to address have not gone
away. A few of the more high visibility cases, such as Pacific Northwest
forest issues and ecological restoration in south Florida, are being
addressed currently through an ecosystem management approach. Others,
such as depleted fisheries in the northeast, are just emerging and we can
expect similar high visibility issues in the future. In other words, little has
changed in the problem stream.
Third, we can expect evolution of EM policy alternatives as a
result of current and future efforts to deal with continuing and emerging
problems. Activities in the Pacific Northwest and south Florida, for
example, will produce important insights into the design and implementation of EM approaches. Similarly, studies by the former White House

59. See KINGDON, supra note 19, at 131.

60. See supra notes 8-9, and accompanying discussion.
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Office on Environmental Policy (OEP) likely will prove valuable in
further developing EM as a policy alternative. For example, the OEP EM
initiative "survey and assist" case studies should shed light on the current
state of EM implementation throughout the United States; and, the
experiences gained from OEP-blessed, multi-agency "new initiatives
laboratory" demonstration projects (e.g., California desert) may well pave
the way for the evolution of EM as a policy alternative.
At the very least, however, experiments with EM over the last
two-three years may have released a "genie" that can never be returned
to the bottle. Barriers among agencies, within different departments of a
single agency, and between agencies and the public have been breached
in ways that were unthinkable a few short years ago. Granted, this has
not yet spread throughout the entire federal sector, or even completely
permeated any one agency. As suggested earlier, EM remains at best a set
of partially implemented administrative changes, often with an explicitly
local focus. Still, some agencies, such as the EPA, have made EM a
cornerstone of their strategic planning for the foreseeable future.6'
Perhaps more importantly, the ideas behind EM have taken root within
agencies at many levels, precipitating changes in institutional subcultures
that will be difficult to erase.
Fourth, the American public is not anti-environment. For
example, polling after the 1994 midterm elections revealed that 83 percent
of those asked considered themselves environmentalists, 37 percent
strong or very strong environmentalists, and 71 percent supported the
Endangered Species Act.' In a sense, the current "national mood" cuts
two ways. As described above, a strong case can be made suggesting
public support for changes in the environmental and natural resources
policy framework. However, the nature of this support does not preclude
EM. The issue here concerns public perceptions of EM as a policy and
management approach. So far, opponents of EM have succeeded in
framing the debate by tying EM to hot-button issues such as property
rights. In fact, such elements of the national mood as declining support
for "big government", increasing public demands for empowerment and
participation, and dissatisfaction with existing command-and-control
regulatory approaches are consistent with EM principles discussed in
Table 2. With an effective public education campaign, the public is as
likely to support EM as oppose it.
Finally, the role of state governments in dealing with environmental issues is a factor that may favor the reemergence of EM as a

61.

EPA, supra note 3, at 4.

62. League of Conservation Voters Education Fund, Memorandum on Selected
Questions from a 1994 Election Night Survey of American Voters 2-3 (1994).
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viable policy option. In the current political environment, states are
frequently lauded as laboratories for democracy and innovation. While
the record is uneven, state governments are emerging as important
players in environmental policy.6 Florida and California, two of the
more progressive states are also leaders in developing and implementing
EM approaches." For example, Florida's newly chartered Department
of Environmental Protection has committed the state to EM, developing
ecosystem management plans for six regions in the state.6 In 1991,
California crafted a Memorandum of Understanding on Biodiversity,
signed by federal, state and local agencies, that created a statewide
bioregional planning process. In California, at least, EM efforts predate
the earliest federal level EM policy guidance. Such state level efforts are
likely to continue regardless of developments at the national level.
3) The policy window is closed, but a case may be made for EM in the near
term: Kingdon observes that policy windows open in a couple of ways:
as described above, through the joining of problems, policies and political
climates; or, through regular cycles, such as the budget cycle or scheduled reviews of programs and legislation. A variation on the above
scenario, then, involves the possibility of an open policy window as a
consequence of routine legislative activity.
Such an opening is likely to arise in the near future, in fact, as a
result of the Republican commitment to consider reauthorization of the
Endangered Species Act by the end of 1995.6 Discussing ESA reauthorization before a gathering of wise use movement constituents, for
example, Sen. Larry Craig (R-ID) noted that the administration has
continued to develop EM as a concept to guide all federal agencies,
despite recent Republican electoral achievements. Sen. Craig was not
immediately critical of EM, however, observing that the approach might
be useful in sorting out the competing agencies, laws and regulations that
often promote conflicting and confusing land management policies. A key
member of Congress and Chair of the Senate Subcommittee on Forests
and Public Land Management, Sen. Craig promised to hold hearings on
EM and work towards controlling and directing development of the
concept.67

63. See KINGDON, supra note 19, at 80.
64. Rankbd according to commitment to environmental protection and institutional
capabilities. For state rankings, see James P. Lester, A New Federalism? Environmental Policy
in the States, in ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY IN THE 1990s, TOWARD A NEw AGENDA 51, 56-67,

60-61 (Norman J. Vig and Michael E. Kraft eds., 1994).
65. For brief descriptions of these ecosystem management plans, see FLORIDA DEPT. OF
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION, TOWARD ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT (1994).

66. Cushman, supra note 54, at A9.
67. Adena Cook, Senator CraigAddresses Western Summit III, BLUE RIBBON, Feb. 1995, at
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However, the opportunity presented by a newly opened policy
window is tenuous at best. This is particularly true given the current
state of EM policy development. For example, the OEP EM initiative
report is still under review and its findings will not be released for
several months. Even then, areas designated as "new initiatives"
laboratories barely are underway and will not yield results before the
ESA reauthorization debate commences. Perhaps most importantly, the
current political and policy environment leaves little time or energy for
supporters to make a case for EM in anticipation of the opportunity
presented by the ESA reauthorization debate. Concerned with saving
their agencies and budgets, on the one hand, or stalling regulatory reform
attempts aimed at undermining the basis of existing environmental
policy, EM proponents both inside and outside of government are busier
extinguishing current fires than anticipating future ones. Consequently,
to the extent that Congress moves to further debate, refine and act on
EM, that effort may be led by members least supportive of the approach
and its goals.
VII. CONCLUSION
As currently developing, EM is a spontaneous manifestation of
local level concerns, needs and desires for the future. It is less rational
planning than an "organic" process characterized by mutation and natural
selection of solutions that develop and evolve at different rates and in
diverse ways in many areas around the country. Certainly, the high
profile cases examined by the OEP and others have monopolized public
attention. Quite often, however, EM approaches are innovative efforts
that have grown out of last ditch attempts to deal with pressing local
environmental and resource use issues.' The grass roots efforts of
normal people in the Lemhi River Basin or the Henry's Fork watershed
of Idaho are just as significant as interagency activities in the greater
Yellowstone ecosystem-maybe more so.'9 Above all, EM is an approach
that will continue to evolve even in the absence of action at the national
level.
In its next phase, EM must become a preemptive, anticipatory
approach to cope with environmental and resource use issues in their
earliest manifestation. We face many policy and decision-making
challenges in this regard. For example, we have yet to perfect the tools
necessary to implement ecosystem management, such as monitoring and
68. Steven L. Yaffee, Ecosystem Management in Practice. Thle Importance of Human
Institutions, ECOLOGICAL APPLICATIONS (forthcoming Aug. 1996).

69. Maridee T. Buersmeyer, Learningfrom the Lemhi River Basin, NORTHWESr ENERGY
NEWS, Sept.-Oct. 1993, at 22.
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assessment protocols. We also must explore whether existing legislation
and policies can be employed in the service of ecosystem management,
or whether they must be scrapped in favor of entirely new approaches.
This evolution can be facilitated by federal agencies, in a supporting role,
regardless of legislation or other action in the nation's Capitol.
In fact, one great irony of the 1994 midterm elections may be that
the Republican victory ultimately contributes to the successful development and implementation of EM throughout the country. Though
building slowly, a consensus on EM was emerging over the last two
years, at least in the federal sector agencies. In the absence of the current
Republican congressional majority, this consensus might have produced
legislation such as an Endangered Ecosystems Act or Ecosystem
Management Act. Whether or not such legislation mandated a top-down
regulatory EM approach, at least two negative side effects are conceivable. First, legislation probably would have crystallized opposition to EM.
The policy would have been marked for criticism as a new regulatory
burden on the public, providing further fodder for coalition-building
among the diverse constituencies comprising the wise use movement.
Second, the policy proposals circulating in Washington failed to resolve
fundamental values questions or difficult implementation issues such as
the tension between top-down and bottom-up approaches, or the
appropriate level for developing ecosystem management institutions.'
Lacking resolution of such issues, a national EM policy could stifle
evolution of EM by removing the creative forces unleashed by flexibility
at state and local levels. While we can never be certain, it is entirely
possible that the Republican juggernaut derailed an emerging consensus
that would have been premature, stunted the continued evolution of EM,
and jeopardized its ultimate success.
If Kingdon is right, we will see EM resurface in one form or
another as a policy alternative in the future. After all, the problems it is
meant to address are far from resolved. As Speaker of the House Newt
Gingrich has observed, moreover, it is important to understand that
"ideas matter." ' In other words, if there is merit in the basic principles
underlying a policy proposal, then it will be adopted eventually. Recent
evolution of ecological knowledge seems to support such an assertion in
the case of EM. If this is the case, then technically viable EM proposals
likely will emerge, and it is just a matter of time-and timing-before
one is adopted.

70. For a discussion of the appropriate bureaucratic level for ecosystem management
institutional development, see John W. Wuichet, Toward an Ecosystem Management Policy
Grounded in Hierarchy Theory, I EcOsYSTEM HEALTH 161 (1995).
71. Kim Masters, Inside Newt's Brain, WASH. POsT, Dec. 12, 1994, at B1.
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Table I
Ecosystem Management: Agency Definitions 2
*
Bureau of Land Management: The integration of
ecological, economic and social principles to manage
biological and physical systems in a manner that
safeguards the long-term ecological sustainability, natural
diversity and productivity of the landscape.
"
Department of Defense: A goal-driven approach to
restoring and sustaining healthy ecosystems and their
functions and values using the best science available.
"
United States Forest Service: Using an ecological
approach to achieve the management of national forests
and grasslands by blending the needs of people and
environmental values in such a way that national forests
and grasslands represent diverse, healthy, productive,
and sustainable ecosystems.
"
United States Fish and Wildlife Service: Protecting or
restoring the function, structure, and species composition
of an ecosystem, recognizing that all components are
interrelated.
" National Park Service: A philosophical approach that
respects all living things and seeks to sustain natural
processes and the dignity of all species and to ensure
that common interests flourish.
*
Environmental Protection Agency: Approach that
integrates environmental management with human
needs, considers long-term ecosystem health, and
highlights the positive correlation between economic
prosperity and environmental well-being.
"
Office on Environmental Policy, Interagency Ecosystem
Management Task Force: A goal-driven approach to
restoring and sustaining healthy ecosystems and their
functions and values using the best science available.

72. Definitions compiled from BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF
THE INTERIOR, ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT IN THE BLM: FROM CONCEPT TO COMMTMENT 1-2
(1994); U.S. Department of Defense, Memorandum on Department of Defense Ecosystem
Management Principles 1 (1994); U.S. FOREST SERVICE, DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE, A
NATIONAL FRAMEWORK, ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT: FOUR FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES GUIDE
THE IMPLEMENTATION OF ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT (1994); U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE,
supra note 17, at 19; MORRISSEY ET AL., supra note 2, at 91; EPA, supra note 3, at 4; WHITE
HOUSE OFFICE ON ENVTL. POL'Y., MEMORANDUM: QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ON THE
INTERAGENCY ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT INITIATIVE 1 (1994).
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Table 2
Ecosystem Management Principles73
"
Sustainability: A central feature of EM is the assumption
of ecological, socioeconomic and cultural sustainability as
a precondition for management.
"
Systems Perspective: EM depends on sound ecological
models and understanding, reflecting recent ecological
science advances. Elements of this perspective include:
Multiple scales: no single correct scale for EM
exists (genetic, species, population, landscape);
instead, EM focuses on interactions at different
scales.
Complexity and interconnectedness:
connections between multiple scales, and
resulting structural complexity, sustain key
ecosystem functions.
Dynamic character of ecosystems: change and
evolution are innate ecosystem characteristics; efforts
to maintain ecosystems in a particular state are futile.
*
Broad spatial and temporal scales: Ecosystem processes
operate over a wide range of spatial and temporal scales.
EM requires management oriented to ecological
boundaries-larger spatial and longer temporal scales than
traditional resource management approaches- crossing
administrative, political and ownership borders.
"
Humans as ecosystem components: Humans can not be
separated from nature. They impact ecological systems
and are integral elements of sustainable solutions.
"
Socially defined goals and objectives: Like all
management, EM is a socially defined process, and human
values play a dominant role in setting EM goals.
"
Collaborative decision building: Larger spatial boundaries
necessitate decision processes with multiple stakeholders:
government agencies (state, federal, local), tribal
organizations, non-governmental organizations, private
landowners, industry.
Organizational Change: EM decisions are constrained by
currently defined legal limits of planning and
management, and other sociopolitical factors. Successful
EM decision making requires change on several levels:
intragovernmental (e.g., federal land management
structure); intergovernmental (federal, state, local);
public-private.

73. Adapted from Christensen et al., supra note 6; MoOTE ET AL., supra note 6, at 1; R.E.
Grumbine, What is Ecosystem Management? 8 CONSERVA7ON BIOLOGY. 27, 29-31 (1994).

Winter 1996]
"

"

THE CASE OF ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT

Adaptive management: EM is a science-based learning
process in which current management goals and strategies
build on the results of past management actions.
Monitoring: Management actions must be tracked so that
success and failure can be monitored and results
incorporated in future actions.
Data collection: EM, and adaptive management in general,
requires more research and data collection, as well as
better coordination and use of existing data.
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